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ABSTRACT 
This paper presents a participatory project 
involving the traditional glass bead craft industries 
in rural Java, Indonesia. Their survival is in danger 
due to tight business competition among 
themselves and due to shortcomings in existing 
business mechanisms. The research explores a 
departure from traditional government assistance 
programs which seek to train craftspeople with 
new kinds of technology based skills. Instead, the 
project explores alternate business mechanisms, 
ways for traditional craftspeople to get more power 
in business mechanisms, and ways  to develop new 
design strategies through a collaborative approach. 
The ultimate goal is to ensure sustainable 
livelihoods for  traditional craft producers and for 
the traditional craft industry in general.  This 
research also aims to support the economic 
strength and competitiveness of these industries 
indirectly by i. Generating knowledge about 
developing innovation strategies in the traditional 
craft industry; ii. Providing an alternative advisory 
program to support the sustainability of the 
traditional souvenir craft industry; iii. Providing 
inputs for designers or any institutions who intend 
to establish collaborative design learning with craft 
industries. Understanding the situation carefully, 
including sensitivities such as culture and tensions 
among people, building self-confidence and trust 
among craftspeople as well as involving junior 
designers are keys in pursuing a participatory 
project in this case.  
INTRODUCTION 
The competition among craft industries during this post 
industrialization era means that craftspeople need to be 
creative in finding innovations and markets to ensure 
their business survival. However, stagnancy of product 
development as well as lack of knowledge about 
marketing strategy poses significant risks because the 
outstanding craftsmanship skill of traditional 
craftspeople is insufficient to guarantee their business 
survival.  
This paper describes a case study of traditional glass 
beads craftspeople in rural Java. Craftspeople in this 
area usually act as manufacturers who rely on 
duplicating popular products in the market without 
making their own designs. One of the authors, who was 
involved in advisory programs over the last ten years 
with some traditional craft industries in rural area of 
Java, notes that this tendency also occurs in other areas.   
 
Figure 1. Glass beads accessories produced by craftspeople: necklace, 
bracelets, earrings, brooch, belts. 
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Figure 2. Replicas of ancient beads. The original beads were made 
from stones, hundreds of years ago. Craftspeople make replicas of 
ancient beads using glass beads, then they give porous effects using 
chemicals to make them look ancient. 
Traditional glass beads craftspeople mainly produce two 
kind of products: fashion accessories and replicas of 
ancient beads. Unfortunately, most of those products are 
sold to the same market, which causes the market to 
become saturated with the same product variety. So, 
craftspeople can only compete on lower price to get 
buyers or traders. Traders have a strong bargaining 
position in this circumstance, due to tight price 
competition among craftspeople themselves. Therefore 
craftspeople don’t receive much revenue for their 
skilled work and have little self-determination.  
Besides selling finished products, traditional 
craftspeople also sell individual beads or sub-assemblies 
to particular retailers. Some retailers work with 
professional designers locally or from overseas. Then 
retailers transform those beads and sub-assemblies into 
finished products with a higher value, so that they are at 
least four times more expensive than the unassembled 
beads.  Often craftspeople make no contribution in 
creating designs so they do not enjoy the profits of 
selling higher priced value-added products rather than 
just individual beads. 
Craftspeople enjoy their role as manufacturer rather 
than as designer. They prefer to make products by 
ordering from retailers or other parties, because of its 
revenue guarantee. Creating new products means 
finding new markets, which needs time. Also it is 
difficult to ascertain whether new products will sell 
well. However, they realize that relying on the “made to 
order” business model also cannot ensure their survival 
because recently orders have tended to decline. 
 
Figure 3: Traditional glass bead craft man. 
 
Figure 2. Catalogue of glass bead pattern sample. Designers or traders 
usually order glass beads with particular patterns from craftspeople, 
then they transform them into ready-to-use products for end-buyers. In 
this case, craftspeople sell glass beads as individual beads or sub-
assemblies. 
Orders for bead products fluctuate because they are 
fashion products which depend upon trends. Meanwhile 
craftspeople do not have any alternative strategies to 
compensate when orders decline.  So, this research is 
exploring how to encourage craftspeople to find ways to 
produce alternate products other than fashion 
accessories or replicas of ancient beads, in order to 
create alternate business mechanisms into new markets.  
It is not easy for craftspeople to create innovative 
products, due to their limited educational background, 
access to information and time available. Therefore this 
research has explored how to engage other parties 
(traders and designers) to work collaboratively with 
craftspeople. However, it is problematic to invite 
business people or designers who already work with 
craftspeople, since the existing mechanisms have given 
enormous profit to them, so new alternate business 
mechanism which gives more power to craftspeople will 
decrease their advantage. Therefore we have only 
involved new traders or designers who have the same 
vision to help traditional craftspeople. 
There have been many advisory programs held for 
craftspeople in this region, but they used a top-down 
approach, ignoring the self-help potential of 
craftspeople. Moreover these programs have not 
addressed some of the sensitivities and suspicions that 
naturally arise during business competition between 
craftspeople themselves and also with traders, all of 
whom are seeking an advantage. Moreover, some 
interviewees in the study described below said that most 
of programs did not fit with craftspeople’s needs.  
LITERATURE 
There are some models of relatively successful advisory 
programs to enhance business performance of small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs) such as knowledge transfer 
partnerships, strategic alliances and clustering. 
Knowledge Transfer Partnership (KTP) is a project to 
enhance the design capabilities in order to facilitate 
innovation and new product development (Millward, 
Byrne & Lewis, 2006). In KTP there is a well-defined 
management and structure that promotes a detailed 
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analysis of the company from the university partner’s 
perspective. The university partner employs a 
well-qualified associate, who is then based at the 
company partner for a two year project. However, the 
success of KTP depends on the influence of the owner 
manager, the resource constrained environment, an 
effective design and development process as well as 
encouraging innovation and change. The cooperation 
and commitment of craft owners is crucial to the 
success of KTP. Different views and goals between the 
owner manager and advisor will cause an ineffective 
program. For example, some owners put so much 
emphasis on minimising expenditure that they forego 
opportunities to generate profit through strategic 
investments.  
Another successful advisory program is a strategic 
alliance. It was developed by The Craft Council of 
Ireland / CCoI (Torres, 2002). The CoI initiated a 
‘network support scheme’ for craftspeople, in which 
craftspeople can share cost, effort and information in the 
achievement of a common objective. Having clear 
strategic purpose is compulsory for the network in a 
strategic alliance. However, this program is focused 
upon marketing products rather than on design. As 
noted by a project manager in the program, the 
marketing effort would not help optimally if the product 
was not innovative and well designed.  
Clustering is also a successful advisory program 
strategy. Clusters are defined as concentrations of 
activities belonging to the same subsector 
(Weijland,1999). Tambunan (2005) argued that in many 
cases, the development policy by clustering has not 
been so successful in Indonesia. He noticed most 
failures were because one or more critical factors for 
successful SME cluster development was not addressed 
correctly. In particular in Indonesia rivalry between 
individuals within a cluster was not addressed which 
diminished the success of the program. Some crucial 
issues should be examined to achieve successful 
clustering, such as considering: the strengths of each 
firm within the cluster,  rivalry inside the cluster, 
demand conditions, related and supporting industries 
and other factor conditions such as educational 
background etc..  
DATA AND METHOD 
In order to enhance the business performance of 
traditional glass bead craft industries in Indonesia we 
have undertaken a participatory innovation approach to 
exploring new business mechanisms. 
Before undertaking the participatory project, the first 
author, who is from Java, undertook fieldwork, living in 
the homes and visiting sites of craftspeople. Fieldwork 
involved interviews and discussions with twenty four 
craftspeople, one raw-material suppliers, one mineral 
expert, six designers and two traders.  
Following the initial fieldwork the first author organised 
workshops to help craftspeople reveal and express their 
self-potential.  A mapping exercise was used to explore 
possibilities for product diversification followed by 
collaboration between designers and craftspeople to 
experiment with making new products. All participants 
stayed in the same site for a month during the project 
and several discussions occurred during this product 
experiment phase. At the end of this phase there were 
13 new products as results of product experiments.  
As it was difficult to find senior designers who were 
able to collaborate directly by staying in the site for a 
whole month, we involved junior designers instead. 
There were four junior designers (graduate design 
students) who acted as mediators between craftspeople 
and two senior designers. 
One finding from this activity that requires 
consideration is that although craftspeople join in one 
association and live in one site, they do not cooperate 
harmoniously. There are some groups among them. 
Different visions, interests and family backgrounds as 
well as tight business competition between craftspeople 
leads to a tendency to form groups. Tension among 
groups obstructs any cooperative programs offered by 
the craft association. So, instead of inviting all 
craftspeople to join particular program, it is better to 
involve one group only, then, if the result is effective, it 
can be followed by other groups.  
Any participation project should be initiated by 
participants. However, many craftspeople are 
pessimistic that alternate ways can work as well as 
existing ones. They also prefer to be manufacturers  
rather than creators who express their own designs 
because they can be confident of selling products for 
which they have orders. Also craftspeople are reluctant 
to give up time to try new things. As a result the 
government advisory programs typically pay 
craftspeople to participate in training programs. In our 
participatory approach, craftspeople were paid an 
amount for their participation and materials 
commensurate with the government advisory program 
rates. 
Another challenge of conducting collaborative projects 
is that participants from different disciplines 
(craftspeople and designers) do not know each other yet. 
Meanwhile to foster an effective participation there 
must be trust among participants and willingness to 
cooperate. In order to build trust we undertook trust 
building games to introduce participants to each other 
and to help build relaxed and confident interactions. In 
contrast to their common practice of running a craft 
business as a solitary or family endeavour, these games 
offered a small possibility for craftspeople and 
designers to begin working together as a team. There 
were six craftspeople, four junior designers and the first 
author (as researcher) involved in the project.  
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CULTURAL PROBES 
Cultural probes was used as a way to understand 
potencies, thought and unique characteristic of 
craftspeople as well as exploring ideas of developing 
business. Packages were provided for six craftspeople 
that included maps, a camera and a diary. Questions 
were provided along with the materials asking about 
their home, neighbours, where and how they spend 
time, and about their business, such as where and how 
they deliver their products. Craftspeople were asked to 
return the probes within a week.  
However, after a week, only one craftsman did, while 
the rest did not do the task. Some of the reasons given 
were that they were too busy, unfamiliarity with probes, 
and having no idea how to answer the questions. 
Therefore we extended the time to complete the cultural 
probes for another week and offered craftspeople the 
collaboration of a junior designer to complete the probes 
together. The junior designers helped craftspeople to 
answer questions, take photos and mark important 
places on the map in informal conversations.  
Cultural probes activities strengthened the relationship 
between craftspeople and junior designers. While 
answering questions craftspeople shared their stories 
and experiences. Junior designers helped craftspeople 
with an unfamiliar kind of activity and learned more 
closely the characteristics and life of craftspeople.  
MAPPING PRODUCT DIVERSIFICATION 
Mapping is the way to find possibilities of product 
diversification. We used A2 white plain paper and 4 
color markers. The facilitator put paper on the wall and 
wrote : “Opportunities of Gambang Bead 
Diversification” in the middle of paper and hoped that 
the paper would fill up with ideas from participants. 
Participants were sitting on chairs and would tell their 
thoughts to the facilitator, so that the facilitator could 
write down their ideas.  
At the beginning of session, the craftspeople remained 
silent and had no ideas to share. At that moment, 
craftspeople were struggling with the limited supply of 
material for producing replicas of ancient beads. There 
are abundant market opportunities for ancient beads, 
however  the particular raw material to produce ancient 
bead replicas was not available anymore as the 
manufacturer had stopped producing it. Craftspeople 
were focused on looking for substitute material, but it 
was only available overseas, so the price was too 
expensive. They also focused on the limited availability 
of tools to create more complex forms. Being stuck with 
those issues, then we asked about the possibilities of 
making other products. All participants were invited to 
sit around the A2 white paper on the floor and then to 
draw or write down their ideas directly on paper. Junior 
designers who had browsed images as inspiration 
showed some images to craftspeople. Craftspeople then 
began to share some ideas, beginning with fashion 
accessories and then diversifying to interior elements. 
 
Figure 4: Practice Mapping by sitting on the floor  
DEVELOPING NEW PRODUCT  
After developing some ideas for new products, 
craftspeople were asked to choose one product that they 
could try to make. Junior designers assisted the  
craftspeople to make new products by browsing ideas, 
generating designs and undertaking any computer-based 
work. Junior designers have design insight and digital 
modelling skill but are less familiar with materials and 
manufacturing processes, whereas craftspeople are 
expert in working with materials but have less 
developed design insight. However, it is craftspeople 
who own the main idea, while junior designers give 
input to make it better and more marketable. Senior 
designers are needed to give suggestions about product 
development. Senior designers involved in this project 
were experienced in designing souvenirs, so they had 
insight into which products were more likely to be 
successful in the market or not.  
Craftspeople, junior and senior designers had several 
discussions about how to expose the unique character of 
beads, the potential target market, how to maximize 
local content, the different glass treatment possibilities 
and possibilities of combination with other materials, 
considering costs of production. Each craftsperson 
showed a different response in the project, drawing 
upon their different capabilities. In fact, not all 
craftspeople are expert in making all varieties of glass 
bead. Each has their own expertise and preference.  
 
 
Figure 5: Result of Mapping 
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Figure 6: Glass “bonsai” tree 
 
So the direction of the participatory project in each case 
depends upon this. Three craftspeople preferred to 
explore techniques of glass treatment to create various 
art glass works. Other craftspeople preferred to arrange 
glass beads into new products rather than doing 
experiments with glass making on a high temperature 
fire, while two other crafts people were more interested 
in trading issues than in making glass works. These 
latter two crafts people had little or no expertise in 
making glass beads but had global networks with 
foreign buyers overseas through internet trading. 
At the end of the project 13 new products had been 
created collaboratively. The next step in the project is 
delivering or introducing these new products to 
consumers. There were two new traders who were 
willing to promote new products without taking high 
profits. However, only time will determine whether 
those products will sell well. One craftsperson said that 
he already received orders from one institution for glass 
“bonsai” trees as souvenirs (Figure 6) at the time of 
writing. 
RESULTS 
Participatory projects have usually focused on end-users 
needs, where the end-user is a product consumer, but 
this project focuses on producers, glass bead 
craftspeople. Considering that each craftsperson has 
their own unique characteristic and capability, this 
project encouraged craftspeople to maximize their self-
potential rather than to generalize one solution or policy 
for them. Craftspeople with trading capabilities were 
encouraged to be traders for other craft products rather 
than to be glass makers. This allowed craftspeople with 
craftsmanship capabilities to focus on crafting new 
designs rather than to think about trading issues. And 
skilled craftspeople were particularly excited to learn 
about treating material into new products using new 
techniques, thereby furthering their craftsmanship skills. 
However, in diversifying skills and creating new 
trading/manufacturing relationships, it is critical to build 
trust and understanding among members.  
The researcher observed that craftspeople were able to 
produce their own designs and make innovations, but 
that they needed assistance to make their products more 
marketable. Through participatory innovation between 
craftspeople and designers, craftspeople brought passion 
to their products and produced designs of which they 
are proud rather than replicating the designs of others. 
When craftspeople and designers learn together, both 
develop, and the products benefit from more than one 
point of view. 
This participatory innovation project has been a first 
step in exploring how development programs to assist 
the Indonesian craft industries might take a participatory 
bootstrapping approach, drawing upon and developing 
the skills of local people through collaboration, rather 
than relying solely on training programs.  
Through taking this approach the work has uncovered 
important aspects of bootstrapping new craft business 
models that relate to bypassing existing networks, 
building networks and trust and taking time to explore 
and assess effective new business models. 
The work is significant in Indonesia, because the 
government puts a lot of resources into craft industries. 
The craft industries produce a significant percentage of 
the gross domestic product and they are the livelihood 
of a significant proportion of the Indonesian population.   
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